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pure, complex, and material ore, the alchemists brought to
light what had been hidden in the slag, the pure, simple, es-
sential tincture. The "spirit" was rather a material thing. The
Philosopher's Stone, that greatest mystery of ancient alchemy,
was the means to produce this spirit. Paracelsus explained it in
quite material terms, as though it were something like aqua
fortis:
"The Stone is like the fire which purifies the rotten and
soiled [beschissen] skin of the salamander and makes him
to be born anew. It purifies the body of all its natural filth,
with all new and young forces. ... so that no fault remains
in it. ... All things which corrupt nature must yield before
it." 15
The transformation of a medieval concept into a modern law
was not yet complete. Nevertheless, the modern reader can ob-
serve how the meaning of "purity" is shifting from a philosoph-
ical to an empirical concept. The next chapter will show that
Paracelsus could make the notion of essence fertile precisely
because it still carried alchemistic connotations. To do that, he
had to put it on its feet whereas, with Trithemius, it had stood
on its head.